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	All Ears

Alistair glanced over at Rora, walking beside him, and wondered what he should say. It was dusk, and already the shadows in the forest on the outskirts of their camp were deepening. A flicker of flame gleamed in her hand, lighting the path ahead.

As was her habit, she was quiet, brow furrowed, lost in some private thought of her own. Interrupting her had never been a problem for him before. It took her a moment to respond sometimes, but she always seemed like she enjoyed the distraction of a foolish joke or wry comment. Finding words had never been a problem either. He would just say whatever popped into his head, and, amazingly, she was glad to listen. It was easy talking to her.

But ever since the first time they'd kissed, everything had become more difficult. Her silences were more intimidating. Finding words to pull her back was harder. It was like his brain was full of heat and fog, and he couldn't concentrate. Kept getting distracted by stupid things, like the slope of her shoulders and the way she pursed her lips when she was considering something, and by the fact that she could be thinking about _anything_. She could be thinking about _him_, which, good or bad, was a frightening prospect.

And then there was the whole new range of options available to him—the physical ones. He'd thought this would be exciting but it was more like terrifying.

He flexed his fingers, watched the firelight flicker on her face. Take now, for example. The two of them. In the forest. Alone. He felt like he should do something. Like he was _expected_ to do something. Take her hand, for example. It was right there, just a few inches from his own, swinging at her side. It would be so easy to just reach over and lace his fingers with hers. But, what if she noticed his hand was sweaty? What if he fumbled the attempt and looked foolish? He swallowed.

He couldn't take the silence anymore, so he spoke.

"Do you know what this situation reminds me of?" he said.

She blinked, coming back from whatever far away place she'd been in. At first he thought, _Oh no, I__'ve annoyed her, I shouldn't have interrupted_. But then, as usual, she grinned.

"No," she said. "But I'm sure you're going to tell me."

He grinned back, unreasonably happy about her sarcasm.

"It reminds me of what the mage said to her lover."

Her smile widened. "What did she say?"

"Do I_ light_ your fire?"

She groaned, but her eyes were still bright. "That has to be your worst one yet," she said.

"I'm going for a record," he said. "I intend to go down in history as the world's punniest Grey Warden."

"You're a horrible person," she said.

He pretended to pout. "Oh, my lady," he said. "That certainly _burns._"

She giggled and the flame in her palm went out as she took a playful swipe at him. He grabbed her wrist in retaliation, barely finding it in the near dark. She stumbled and fell against him, still laughing. She pressed her face into his chest. He could feel her body's vibrations fade with her laughter. They stood there without moving.

He was hyper aware of her pressed against him, of her hands clinging to the fabric of his sleeves, of her head resting against his torso. Unsteadily, he wrapped his arms around her. He could feel the rhythm of her breathing. Feel her sigh.

His head roared again with that same panic and indecision as he held her. This was nice, but was it enough? Was she expecting more? Her fingers tightened along his arms, and he saw her raise her head.

Before he could talk himself out of it, he leaned down, catching her mouth before she looked away again. She responded immediately, lips moved with his, fingers gripping his arms like she might lose her balance.

_Right decision, Alistair, _he thought vaguely._ Good job._

Her arms stretched so she could bury fingers in his hair. He groaned, leaned into her more. He was getting a crick in his neck from bending so far forward but he only registered it vaguely.

Their noses bumped briefly—that always seemed to happen—but it just made her giggle. Her arms came up to wrap around his neck, pulling him closer to her level, as his own hands found the small of her back. He could never get over how soft she was, how delicate, such a contrast to who she was on the field. Couldn't get over the way her breath tickled his whiskers, the floral smell of her hair, her soft hands against the back of his neck.

He sighed and moved his lips to her jawline, trailing down to her neck. It was the first time he'd done it, but he was gratified when he pressed kisses into the soft skin there, and he felt her shudder. Emboldened, he moved one hand to her face, laced fingers in her hair to expose her ear—

Abruptly, she turned her head, pulling away. He opened his eyes.

She stared at the ground, face flushed. One of his arms was still wrapped around her waist, his other hand still hovering next to her hairline.

"What's wrong?" he said.

"Nothing," she said. She looked up, smiled apologetically. "Sorry."

"Should I keep going, or…?"

She stretched on tiptoe to capture his lips again before he could answer. _That__'s one way to respond, _he thought as his arm tightened on her back once more, his other hand cupped the side of her head—

Once again, she pulled away. He blinked.

"Rora?" he said. "What is it?"

"Nothing," she said again. She gave him a rather forced-looking smile. "It's getting late"

"Oh," he said, surprised. He released his hold on her, backing up slightly. "If you want to go back to camp…"

She smiled again, a more genuine one this time. Apologetic. She squeezed his arm.

"Sorry," she said. "I'll lead the way."

Once again, fire flickered in her palm. She turned and headed back the way they'd come. It took a moment before Alistair remembered to move his feet and follow her.

ooo

The following day, Alistair agonized over what he might have done wrong. It had all been going so well. When had it changed?

Admittedly, everything between them still seemed fine. That morning, when she greeted him at breakfast, she smiled and squeezed his hand when the others weren't looking. Their mealtime conversation—which would win in a fight, a Wyvern or a Griffon—was normal too. What, then, was the problem?

He watched her cross to the other side of camp, saw her brush a loose strand of hair out of her face, and it came to him. The trouble had started when he tried to touch her ears. No, not just touch them. _Expose_ them.

His eyes narrowed, studying her. She was speaking with Zevran. Now that he thought about it… he'd never seen her ears. Not once. He hadn't considered before how odd this was. She was an elf. They were sort of known for their ears. And yet, hers were always completely hidden beneath her hair.

The more he watched her, the more he wondered about it. They must be very small, he thought. Just look at Zevran. His hair was even longer than hers and there was no way he could've hid his. What must hers look like?

"My, my, Alistair," said Wynne, who was passing by. Her expression was sly. "Whatever are you staring at?"

He went red. He realized he'd basically been glaring in Rora's direction for the last few seconds. He turned his attention away from her and back to Wynne, giving her what he hoped was a normal, casual smile.

"Oh, you know," he said. "Just thinking."

"I hope it was about something pleasant," she said.

Her voice was even, but he noticed her wiggle her eyebrows before she walked away. She really was evil. But, he had more important things to worry about now. He set his mind back to the task of finding out why Rora was seemingly so determined to keep her ears hidden.

ooo

He swore he'd never ask Zevran for advice—especially on these sorts of matters. He didn't even like to ask him simple questions, given the kinds of responses he usually got. He didn't know how Rora managed to carry on such long conversations with him. She had the patience of Andraste herself. Regardless, he needed an answer and Zevran was the only other elf available.

Alistair waited until they were on the road, and until Rora was several paces ahead of the rest of them, before he sidled up to Zevran and cleared his throat.

"Ah, Alistair," Zevran said, looking up. "Is there something on your mind, my young friend?"

He shot Alistair a mischievous grin that made him immediately think _oh no_. They hadn't even started talking yet.

"Well, actually, yes," Alistair said. "I have a question for you… about… elf things."

"Elf things?" Zevran repeated. "You are eloquent as always. Would this, by chance, have anything to do with our mutual friend?"

He nodded in Rora's direction. Alistair frowned. He really didn't like the way Zevran said "mutual friend," but he let it pass.

"No," he said. "It's got nothing to do with her. I was just curious… do elves ever… hide their ears? Intentionally?"

"Now, that is an interesting question," Zevran said. "Not that I know of, no. Our ears are rather difficult to hide."

"But what about, er, lady elves?" he said.

Zevran raised his eyebrows. "Lady elves?"

"Yes, lady elves," said Alistair. "Maybe, I don't know, for reasons of modesty? Elf modesty?"

"Not that I know of," he said. "But… if you are looking for my advice, would you allow me to impart to you some very, may I say, useful knowledge about my race?"

"Um… all right?" Alistair said. He immediately regretted his agreement when he saw Zevran's grin.

"You see," Zevran said, "while we do not hide our ears, they are rather… sensitive."

"…sensitive?" Alistair repeated.

"Yes," said Zevran. "Our ears are a wellspring of sexual pleasure."

"You're making that up," Alistair said. His eyes flickered back to Rora, then back to Zevran. "_Are_ you making it up?"

"Certainly not," Zevran said. "Ask anyone. Ask our dear leader."

He nodded in her direction again. Alistair's hear pounded with panic at the thought of asking her something like that.

"Well, my question's been answered," Alistair said, a bit abruptly. "Thank you for the, er, advice."

Zevran laughed and clapped him on the back, which stung more than Alistair would've expected. "That is what I'm here for," he said.

Alistair wondered if his face was as red as it felt.

ooo

For the rest of the day, Alistair found himself keeping an eye on her, trying to catch a moment when her ears might be visible, even for an instant, then immediately looking away and chastising himself for even trying. How embarrassing it would be if she noticed.

A couple of times, he thought he was almost caught. Like when they heard rustling in the trees and she whipped her head around, staff at the ready. Mesmerized by the whoosh of her hair, it took Morrigan shouting: "Alistair! Some cover would be much appreciated!" before he realized he ought to draw his sword and fight the bandits coming at them out of the brush. Later, when they were taking a rest in a meadow to heal and grab a bite to eat, he practically strained his neck looking over Sten's shoulder to watch as she bent to pet the dog. Her hair swished to cover her face, but still her ears weren't visible.

When she came over to talk to him before dinner that evening, he completely lost track of what she was saying when she flipped her hair out of her face and, for a second, heart rushing, he thought he saw a pointed shape, only for it to be quickly covered up again. Blast.

"Alistair?" she said. "Did you hear me?"

"What?" he said. "Yes. Of course. And I completely agree."

She blinked. "You agree that you'll do dish duty with Morrigan?"

"What?" he said. "No. Is that what we were talking about?"

She leaned forward and perched on her toes, studying his face. "Is everything all right?"

"All right?" he said. "Of course. Everything is just brilliant. All sunshine and daisies."

"All right…" she said, sinking back onto her heels. "Well, I'll see you after dinner."

She shot him a shy smile before walking away, robes swishing. He clenched his fist. He had to do something.

ooo

"What's wrong, Alistair?" said Leliana.

He looked up to see her standing over him, her head tilted. Dinner had just finished, and most of the others were heading off to their own tents. He'd been sitting on his own by the fire, waiting for Rora and thinking. He shrugged in response.

"Nothing," he said. "Why would anything be wrong?"

"You've been making very strange faces all day," she said. She sank to the ground beside him, perched on her knees. "Are you sure you're feeling all right?"

He sighed. Talking to Leliana about his problems could be almost as bad as talking to Zevran. But, he could use the advice. He shifted in her direction.

"Leliana," he said, "say you like someone…"

"Oh, you want to ask about Rora?" she said.

"No," he said quickly. "Just… Say you like someone, and you want to ask them a personal question. But you're worried it might be embarrassing, or upset them. Is it better to ask them, or leave well enough alone?"

"How important is the question?" she said.

"Not very. Or, maybe it is." He scratched his head. "I'm not sure—Hypothetically."

She re-arranged her skirts on the grass, looking thoughtful.

"Hmm," she said. "Honesty's key in a relationship. If you're going to be involved with someone, you ought to be able to talk to them."

"But…" he said. "What if asking makes you seem, I don't know, strange?"

Her eyebrows leapt up. Why was _everyone_ doing that today?

"My," she said. "I wish you'd be more specific. But, whatever it is, I really think you should just talk to her about it."

He made a noncommittal noise. She tilted her head.

"Why are you so nervous, anyway?" she said. "You two are friends. You seem to tell each other everything."

He sighed heavily.

"It's different now," he said. "I don't want her to… I don't know. Decide she made a mistake. That wasn't a problem before."

Leliana hmmed thoughtfully.

"Maybe things don't _have_ to be different," she said. "Just talk to her like you would have before. You two already have trust and friendship going for you. Why not build on it?"

Alistair shifted on the grass. What she said made sense. He felt some of the tension from the past day unknot, and he tried to smile at her.

"Thanks, Leliana," he said.

She grinned and stood up. "Happy to help." Her expression turned mischievous again. "And, good luck with… whatever it is you're planning to talk about."

She turned and strode away. "Ooh," she said over her shoulder, "I'll have to get the details from her later…"

"Hey," he said. "Don't—"

But she was already halfway to her tent.

ooo

Not long after that, he and Rora were wandering into the forest again. They found a clearing and, seeing a fallen log that looked perfect for sitting, he led her over and they sat down. He glanced over at her, then looked at the ground. She scooted closer, tilting her head.

"Hey," she said. "Is something wrong?"

"Er…" he said. His face felt a bit hot. "I wanted to ask you something."

She moved a little closer. Their knees touched. She sounded concerned.

"What is it?" she said.

"The thing is… um… can I see your ears?"

She blinked, and, when the surprise faded, her face fell. She stared at the ground.

"Oh," he said. "Oh, no."

He hit his forehead. He was such an idiot.

"I'm sorry," he said. "That's an offensive question, isn't it? Did I offend you?"

"No," she said quickly, looking up. "I mean, not really. The thing is…"

He shifted on the log to hear her better.

"There weren't many other elves at the Circle," she said. "And everyone always made such a _fuss_ over my appearance, especially my ears."

He saw her hand go instinctively to the side of her head.

"Oh, Rora," she quoted. "You're so pretty. Oh, Rora, you're so thin. Oh, Rora, can I touch your ears?"

She sighed again.

"They meant well, but after awhile I just got so _tired _of it. They didn't see _me_, they just saw an elf. Any elf."

She shifted in her spot, ran fingers absently through her hair.

"So, I started to wear my hair differently. I hid them. It doesn't change anything, really. People still know I'm an elf, but it made _me_ feel better. More like them."

She shrugged. "So, that's my story. I know it's stupid."

"It's not stupid," he said. He reached for her hand and squeezed. She looked up.

"So" he said, "just now, when I asked to see your ears, I reminded you of those humans at the Circle?"

She shifted uncomfortably. "Not you," she said. "Just the situation." She frowned, her eyes pleading. "I just don't want you to like me _because_ I'm an elf."

He reached for her other hand, so that they were facing each other. "I don't," he said. "I mean, I like that you're an elf, but that's because… because it's _you_. And if I want to see your ears, it's because they're _yours._"

He leaned closer. "I like _you_," he said. "The elfy-ness is just part of the package."

He didn't get a chance to see her reaction, because no sooner had he finished than she was kissing him. He closed his eyes and leaned forward, hand on her back, practically dipping her onto the log. She reached for his other hand and guided it to the side of her head.

Still kissing her, he buried his fingers in her hair until they found pointy, smooth skin. He couldn't see them, but he could feel that her ears were quite small and flat against her head, just as he'd suspected.

What he hadn't suspected was her reaction. As soon as he touched the tip of her ear, she noticeably shuddered, from head to toe. He could feel it in the palm on her back. He paused and broke the kiss, eyes still closed.

"Are you all right?" he said.

"Keep going," she said, voice strained.

Still holding her, he pushed her hair aside so that both of her ears were visible. He almost shuddered himself. They were adorable, so small and pink. He leaned in and pressed his lips against the one on the right. He barely touched them, but she shivered again. He smiled and looked up.

"Did you just _swoon?_" he said.

She blinked her eyes open, face very red.

"I might have," she said. "Don't go spreading it around."

He grinned. "Don't worry. I intend to keep this between us."

She smiled back and touched the side of her head again, brow furrowed. "I had no _idea_ they were so sensitive," she said.

_Zevran was _right_ about that part_, he thought.

"Now we know," he said cheerfully. "It's good to try new things."

She planted another, shorter kiss on his lips. "I guess so." She leaned her head against his chest. He could barely hear her. "I'm glad you like my ears."

He wrapped his arms around her and rested his chin on her head. "Only because they're yours."

* * *

><p>My Warden's ears are always covered by her hair. Like Alistair, I wondered... why? This is my attempt to answer that question, which then turned sillysexy. I blame Alistair's p.o.v. for that. And for the title.


End file.
